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Terrorism and The Military’s Role in Domestic Crisis 
Management: Background and Issues for Congress 

Summary 

The United States faces a number of significant national security threats, ranging 
in scope from intercontinental ballistic missiles to the use of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD) by terrorists. The debate over the seriousness of the various 
threats intensified recently, even before the events of September 11, 2001. Various 
studies and commissions recommended far reaching changes in the U.S . approach to 
domestic preparedness and response to threats to the homeland, many now being 
implemented. Many experts believe the probable long term effects of a WMD attack 
by terrorists on the population, environment, and the economy make it imperative 
that the U.S . be fully prepared to either deter or interdict an attempted terrorist attack. 

This paper reviews the current legislation and policies that govern the military’ s 
role when supporting law enforcement in a domestic terrorism crisis and highlights 
some of the issues confronting the U.S. government. To fully understand the 
military’ s role in domestic crisis response it is necessary to explore existing national- 
level structures and response options prior to the involvement of military forces. 
Crisis management is predominately a law enforcement function that manages the 
resources necessary to prevent or resolve a terrorist incident, including one involving 
WMD. Current U.S. government terrorism response policy is contained in 
presidential directives. Among other matters, these directives address National 
Security Council structure and federal agency crisis response roles when responding 
to a domestic terrorism incident. The creation of the Department of Homeland 
Security and U.S. Northern Command has not yet changed the basic roles and 
relationships described herein. 

Many federal agencies are available to assist the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI) in dealing with a terrorist threat or in the resolution of an actual terrorist 
incident. The Department of Defense (DoD), as a supporting agency in domestic law 
enforcement operations, has developed and maintains plans and capabilities to 
respond to threats or acts of terrorism, including those involving the use of nuclear, 
biological, or chemical weapons. In a domestic crisis, DoD may be called upon to 
assist in several different ways ranging from actual interdiction of the terrorists to the 
loaning of specialized equipment for use by law enforcement agencies. DoD has 
published specific policy for assistance to civil law enforcement officials in 
emergencies involving terrorism and WMD. U.S. terrorism policy is an issue of 
growing policy debate. Most experts believe that a comprehensive national strategy 
for domestic terrorism is a critical step in defeating the threat. Some say more 
effectively employing DoD’ s capabilities during domestic crisis response operations, 
or new relationships based on the recent creation of the Department of Homeland 
Security are the best methods to ensure success against domestic terrorism. Lastly, 
newly proposed congressional oversight roles are seen by many as an important 
factor in a more effective response to domestic terrorism. This report will be updated 
should major changes occur to the relationships described. 
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Terrorism and the Military’s Role in 
Domestic Crisis Management: Background 
and Issues for Congress 

Introduction 

The United States faces a wide range of national security threats, from 
intercontinental ballistic missiles to the use of weapons of mass destruction (WMD ) 1 
by terrorists. The debate over the seriousness of the various threats has intensified 
recently. Various studies and commissions have recommended far reaching changes 
in the approach to domestic preparedness and response to threats to the homeland. 
The threat of domestic terrorism has generated a wide ranging debate regarding all 
organizational aspects of the problem, including the approach from a strategic 
perspective and the more focused aspects of organizational structure, budgetary 
priorities, and intelligence collection. Several recent studies have proposed a greater 
role for the U.S. military in combating terrorism while others call for the creation of 
entirely new structures to combat the complete spectrum of threats to the United 
States, including terrorism and the use of WMD by terrorists . 2 

This paper 3 outlines current legislation and policies that govern the military’s 
role when supporting law enforcement in a domestic terrorism crisis. It also 
highlights some of the issues confronting the U.S. government. The military forces 
designed to respond to a crisis differ significantly from units designed to support the 
post-crisis consequence management of a terrorist incident. As such, they are 
governed by different directives and levels of authorization for their employment. 



1 Weapon of Mass Destruction is defined in the United States Government Interagency 
Domestic Terrorism Concept of Operations Plan as any device, material, or substance used 
in a manner, in a quantity or type, or under circumstances evidencing an intent to cause 
death or serious injury to persons or significant damage to property.” It is generally 
accepted that any amount of chemical, biological, radiological, or nuclear (CBRN) material 
constitutes WMD. 

2 See, for example, Report from the National Commission on Terrorism, Countering the 
Changing Threat of International Terrorism available on the Internet at 
[http://www.fas.org/irp/threat/commission.html] and The United States Commission on 
National Security/2 1st Century, Road Map for National Security: Imperative for Change, 
Washington, DC, January 31,2001. 

3 This report was first published by Jeffrey D. Brake on April 19, 2001, under the 
supervision of Edward F. Bruner, Specialist in National Defense, Foreign Affairs, Defense, 
and Trade Division, CRS. It has been updated by Edward F. Bruner. 
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Until recently, terrorism to many Americans was a remote, if frightening 
possibility that affected only individuals or groups outside the territorial boundaries 
of the United States. Events of the past decade indicate that the terrorist threat has 
changed significantly in ways that make it more dangerous and much more difficult 
to counter. The terrorist attacks of the 1970s and 1980s usually had clear political 
objectives. These attacks resulted in just enough bloodshed and loss of life to gain 
attention to the terrorists’ cause yet not enough to alienate them from the public 
support they sought. Bombings, kidnapings, and aircraft hijacking were 
accomplished by declared, identifiable groups with specific political goals in mind. 
In contrast, the decade of the 1990s has produced a different type of terrorism - 
terrorism designed to produce massive casualties with little regard for distinct 
political goals and often no claims of responsibility. Recent examples of this type of 
attack, such as the World Trade Center bombing in New York City, the Alfred P. 
Murrah Federal Building bombing in Oklahoma City, the East African Embassy 
bombings in 1998, and destruction of the World Trade Center in 2001 make it appear 
that a terrorist’s aim is to kill as many people as possible. The possible inclusion of 
weapons of mass destruction in the terrorists’ arsenal now makes this an even more 
dangerous proposition. 

Recently, in the trial of the perpetrators of the East African Embassy bombings, 
a witness testified that Usama bin Laden’s group, al Qaeda (Arabic for “the Base”), 
sought to acquire chemical and nuclear material to use against the United States. 4 
Although it is unknown whether al Qaeda was successful in acquiring the material, 
the probability that terrorist groups who have openly threatened the United States are 
attempting to acquire a WMD capability is a serious escalation of this dangerous 
problem. 

The Forecast Trend 

Many recent government and private sector reports and studies conclude that the 
United States is becoming increasingly vulnerable to terrorism. 5 Although terrorism 
is defined in different ways by various U.S. government agencies, 6 it is generally 



4 Colum Lynch, “Bin Laden Sought Uraniuan, Jury Told,” Washington Post, February 8, 
2001, p. A2. 

5 See for example: Advisory Panel to Assess Domestic Response Capabilities for Terrorism 
Involving Weapons of Mass Destruction (Gillmore Commission), I. Assessing the Threat 
and II. Toward a National Strategy for Combating Terrorism', GAO Report GGD-99-107, 
Combating Terrorism: Observations on Federal Spending to Combat Terrorism', and CSIS 
Homeland Defense Working Group Report Defending the U.S. Homeland: Strategic and 
Legal Issues for DoD and the Armed Sendees. 

6 The FBI defines terrorism as including “the unlawful use of force or violence against 
persons or property to intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any 
segment thereof, in furtherance of political or social objectives.” DoD defines terrorism as 
“The calculated use of violence or threat of violence to inculcate fear; intended to coerce; 
or to intimidate governments or societies in the pursuit of goals that are generally political, 
religious, or ideological.” The State Department, by statute, defines terrorism as 
“premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by 
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